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The Two Byzantine Operas of the Greek National 
School of Music: Konstantinos Paleologos by Manolis 






Abstract: This paper aims to present an aesthetical approach on the exploitation of 
the history of the Byzantine Empire and the Byzantine chant of the Orthodox psaltic 
tradition, which constitute the ‘nationalistic elements’ par excellence, in both operas. 
As regards the composers, Manolis Kalomiris is now recognized internationally as 
the founder of the Greek National School of Music and Georgios Sklavos is 
considered to be among its most distinguished members of the first generation. The 
methodology of this paper is focused on analyzing the elements of hymnography 
and modes in the composing techniques that each composer employed, in 
conjunction with the thematic context of the libretto, in order to create a 
representative atmosphere of the glorious past and the devotional rite as an endeavor 
of historicism, a style peculiar to Greek national art. How does the experiential 
conception of the Byzantine chant balance between a simple decorative element and 
a creative reshaping material, giving essence in the composition itself? 
 
Keywords: Manolis Kalomiris, Georgios Sklavos, Konstantinos Paleologos, Kassiani, 
National School of Music, National Opera, Byzantine chant of Orthodox Psaltic 
tradition, hymnography, modality. 
 
 
1. A few words about the Greek National School of Music 
In comparison with the development of National Schools within the European music 
era during the 19th century, in Greece, a belated foundation of the National School of 
music is noticed. In fact, the issue for the establishment of a national school of music 
was sealed by the first public concert with works by Manolis Kalomiris (Smyrna, 
1883–Athens, 1962) on June 11th 1908, at the Athens Conservatory. This concert is 
considered to be a landmark in the history of Greek Art music, since at that time 
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Kalomiris, as a young composer declared his ideas about the foundation of the Greek 
National School of Music in the concert leaflet.1 
During his lifetime, Manolis Kalomiris dedicated himself entirely to the creation and 
establishment of a national art music trying to satisfy the following conditions: 
• The creation and establishment of a national musical idiom based on the 
works of the Greek composers inspired by the pure folk tradition and the 
Byzantine chant on the one hand and on the other, on the achievements of 
European music. 
• The ideological legitimization of this venture through its incorporation into 
the ideological context of the official national narrative, in order to be 
supported institutionally and financially by the bourgeoisie and the State. 
• The management and promotion of this art product as a national one in the 
international music market.2 
The most distinguished composers of the Greek National School of Music were: 
Marios Varvoglis (1885-1967), Aimilios Riadis (1880-1935), Petros Petridis (1892-
1977), Georgios Sklavos (1888-1976) and George Poniridis (1887-1982). 
 
2. The Greek National School of Music and the Byzantine chant 
As far as the national style in music is concerned, the opera, as a musical genre 
carried the greatest aesthetic weight in comparison with all other genres.3 Therefore, 
in the geographically peripheral nationalistic movements, the national language 
played a significant role and as a consequence all genres associated with it and in all 
its manifestations. Furthermore, apart from the local language and its declamation 
reflected in the musical idiom, the folk melodies and the religious music tunes can 
easily be incorporated into an opera, fulfilling the dramaturgical conventionalities.4 
Τhe great Psaltic art of Greek-speaking ecclesiastical chant (namely Byzantine 
ecclesiastical music) has been evolving for over a millennium in the Eastern 
 
1 For the periods of the Greek National School of Music and the significant role of this concert 
(manifesto) by Kalomiris, see Olympia Frangou-Psychopedi (Ολυμπία Φράγκου-Ψυχοπαίδη), Η 
Εθνική Σχολή Μουσικής: Προβλήματα ιδεολογίας [The National School of Music: Issues of Ideology] 
(Athens: Foundation for Mediterranean Studies, 1990), 46-55. For Manolis Kalomiris see the very 
detailed and well-structured official website of Manolis Kalomiris Society. Accessed August 14, 2019 
http://www.kalomiris.gr/index.php/. 
2 Markos Tsetsos (Μάρκος Τσέτσος), Εθνικισμός και λαϊκισμός στη νεοελληνική μουσική: Πολιτικές 
όψεις μιας πολιτισμικής απόκλισης [Nationalism and Populism in Modern Greek Music: Political 
Aspects of a Cultural Divergence] (Athens: Saki Karagiorga Foundation, 2011), 34. 
3 From a compositional standpoint, the conception of a national style is accomplished more easily in 
opera than in a symphony. See, Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans. Bradford Robinson 
(California: University of California Press, 1989), 217-218. 
4 Ibid. 
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Orthodox Church and has been passed down from generation to generation through 
its live oral tradition and its complete, organized, autonomous musical system as 
well. All of this was a great source of inspiration for the Greek composers upon 
national characteristic elements, such as modes, melodic formulas and rhythms or 
even whole hymns as quotation for further processing. 
Apart from the two composers treated extensively in this paper, Kalomiris and 
Sklavos, two other Greek composers of the first generation of the National School of 
Music, Petridis and Poniridis were closely interested in Byzantine chant. They did 
not only have deep knowledge, but empirical experience of it as well, thanks to their 
place of origin, Constantinople, the great city where the Byzantine Psaltic art 
flourished for many centuries, and especially in the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Since 
1929, Petridis was very much involved in the encoding of Byzantine modes and 
formulae in his works, such as: a) the two suites The modal keyboard and The bi-modal 
keyboard (after 1932), b) Preludio, Aria and Fuga for big orchestra Byzantine Sacrifice 
(1935) with its mystic feature of Psaltic art, c) the polyphonically processed Byzantine 
chant in his Choral and Variations for string orchestra (1939-1940), d) the great oratorio 
Saint Paul (1950), e) the Requiem for the Emperor Konstantinos Paleologos (1953)5 and f) 
his one and only opera Zephyra (1923-45 and revised in 1958-64), where he used the 
Byzantine chant as a quotation, for local color. George Poniridis had an empirical 
experience of Byzantine chant, since he was a cantor-boy in the church of his native 
parish in Constantinople. Consequently, in his early and middle period of 
composition career, he was very much interested in Byzantine chant, composing his 
two works for choir and orchestra Byzantine chant No. 1 (1924), and Byzantine chant 
No. 2 (1938), the cantata Kassiani for mezzo-soprano, choir and orchestra (1939), his 
Second Symphony (1942) and his two String quartets for Christmas (1959) and Epiphany 
(1959).6 Last but not least, it is worth mentioning that Marios Varvoglis resorted to 
the local color of Byzantine chant in his one and only opera The afternoon of love (1933) 
as well. 
 
3. The opera Konstantinos Paleologos and the end of the Greek National School 
Era 
The interruption of the domination of the national school in Greek music life was 
formalized indirectly by its own founder Manolis Kalomiris through his last opera, 
Konstantinos Paleologos, which was completed in 1961 and dedicated to the Greek 
people.7 On April 3rd 1962 Kalomiris died, while his swansong-opera premiered 
 
5 Petridis deepened the polyphonic processing of Byzantine chant in these last great vocal works. See 
Aleka Symeonidou (Αλέκα Συμεωνίδου), Λεξικό Ελλήνων Συνθετών: Βιβλιογραφικό-Εργογραφικό 
[Dictionary of Greek Composers. Bibliography-Works] (Athens: Philippos Nakas, 1995), 341-343. 
6 Symeonidou, [Dictionary of Greek Composers], 349-351. 
7 Katy Romanou (Καίτη Ρωμανού), Έντεχνη Ελληνική Μουσική στους νεότερους χρόνους [Greek Art 
Music in Modern Times] (Athens: Koultoura, 2006), 231. 
Fistouris, The Two Byzantine Οperas… 
 89 
shortly after his death on August 12th of the same year at the ancient Roman Theater 
Herodion by the Greek National Opera, as a spiritual memorial for the composer.8 
 
Example 1 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. The front page of the vocal score. 





The opera Konstantinos Paleologos (The Fall of the City) is a Musical Legend-Tragedy in 
3 parts based on the tragedy by Nikos Kazantzakis published in 1953, in the 
magazine Nea Estia with the subtitle “The National Legend of the Fall of the City”. The 
composer began to implement the idea for the composition in 1957, and completed it 
on February 23rd 1961 releasing the score for voice and piano. As he describes in his 
memoirs in the preface of the vocal score: “I was working in musical tragedy, and for 
 
8 Myrto Oikonomidou (Μυρτώ Οικονομίδου), ed., Χρονολόγιο Μανώλη Καλομοίρη [Manolis 
Kalomiris Chronology] (Athens: Manolis Kalomiris Society, 2004), 11-12. 
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three and a half years I was experiencing the inexplicable night of Byzantine legend 
and the tragic atmosphere of the sufferings of our race”.9 
This opera refers to the last days of the last Emperor of the Byzantine Empire 
Konstantinos Paleologos and the consecutive fatal Fall of Constantinople. The Fall of 
the City, unexpectedly lost, has a dual cultural meaning raising the issue of the 
identity of the Greek people who feel threatened by East and West as well (such as 
the schism of the Churches in 1054 and the Fourth Crusade in 1201-04 which 
conquered Constantinople, deviating from its purpose), leading ideologically to the 
idealism and nostalgia of a cultural loneliness, as a source of courage to deal with the 
fatal destinies of the race. 
Kalomiris made a few modifications –such as cutting a number of verses, merging or 
prolonging some scenes for music-dramaturgical economy–, without altering the 
essence of the tragedy by Kazantzakis. These include the litany with the hymn «Τῇ 
Ὑπερμάχῳ» chanted by the choirs on stage trying to render a magnificent Byzantine 
musical ensemble, the merger of B and C tableaux, or the prolongation of the 
dramatic scene with the Mothers etc.10 
From a musical analysis standpoint, the work presents peculiar mannerist 
stratification and jarring juxtapositions of motley western type approaches and 
elements of Byzantine chant that reinforce musically the ideological core about the 
legend of the Fall of Constantinople.11 On the one hand, the entire orchestral fabric 
which is interwoven with leitmotifs following the Wagnerian standards (Kalomiris 
himself indicates 22 leitmotifs with various transformations in the preface of his 
vocal score) while on the other hand, an approach to the twelve-tone technique 
mainly in the face of the medium Pyrovates [Firewalker] who represents the sarcastic 
idolatrous element of the people,12 in combination with multiple elements of national 
style, indicate an embarrassingly contemporary musical idiom.13 After all, the 
composer himself declared that he did not care whether Paleologos' music was 
modernist or conservative.14 In fact, the Greek Art Music had already begun to 
experience the first pioneering vibrations of modernism since the 1920s in the works 
 
9 Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos, vocal score (Athens: Edition de l’Opéra Nationale, 1961), 
n. pag. Translation by the author. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Frangou-Psychopedis, [The National School of Music], 149-151. 
12 For the twelve-tone technique in the opera Konstantinos Paleologos, see Markos Tsetsos, “Constantine 
Palaeologus by Manolis Kalomiris”, in Works by Greek Composers, 19th–20th Century (Athens: Greek 
Composers Union, 2004), 140-147. 
13 Romanou, [Greek Art Music], 182, 231. 
14 Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos, n. pag. 
Fistouris, The Two Byzantine Οperas… 
 91 
of the two great Greek musicians Dimitris Mitropoulos (1896-1960)15 and Nikos 
Skalkottas (1904-1949),16 who both contributed to the international extroversion of 
Greek Art Music. Later on, the Greek Art Music creativity would peak during the 
Postwar era with literally avant-garde works, such as the philosophically and 
metaphysically concerned works Phoenix Music (1949), the Six T.S. Eliot Songs for 
mezzosoprano & orchestra (1957) and the 2nd Symphony (1957-8) by Janni Christou (1926-
1970),17 the mathematically based music works Metastasis (1954) and Pythoprakta 
(1956) by Jannis Xenakis18 and the 1st Symphony (1955-56) by the versatile and refined 
Yorgos Sicilianos (1920-2005) interpreted by Dimitri Mitropoulos with the New York 
Philharmonic Orchestra in 1958.19 In such multilayered music trends, the nationalistic 
music endeavors by the first generation and the successive ones were still pinned on 
a romantic, marginally impressionistic framework. 
As far as the intrinsic element of mannerism in the form of opera is concerned, it 
arises from the need to combine and bridge different levels of stage and musical 
action.20 In the case of Konstantinos Paleologos, the Byzantine chant has a prime role 
especially in the vocal line of many characters of the work, such as the Night 
Watchmen, the First Old Man (Protogeros), the Young Monk, and obviously the 
Celebrant. Furthermore it dominates in the big choral parts as long multilayered 
 
15 Internationally acclaimed as one of the greatest conductors of the 20th century, Dimitri Mitropoulos 
composed several works till the 1930s (48 in total), such as his one and only impressionistic opera 
Soeur Béatrice (1918), a symbolistic libretto by Maurice Maeterlinck, turning later towards an advanced 
bold harmony and expanded structure in Eine Griechische Sonate (1920), atonality in 10 Inventions for 
Voice and Piano (1925) and twelve-tone technique in Ostinata in tre parti for Violin and Piano (1926/7) 
before Nikos Skalkottas. Furthermore, he is considered one of the pioneer conductors-composers who 
contributed decisively towards the promotion of twelve-tone technique and contemporary music 
worldwide. For Dimitri Mitropoulos See a) Apostolos Kostios, Δημήτρης Μητρόπουλος [Dimitris 
Mitropoulos] (Athens: National Bank Education Foundation, 1985) and b) Apostolos Kostios, 
Δημήτρης Μητρόπουλος: Κατάλογος έργων [Dimitris Mitropoulos: Works Catalogue] (Athens: 
Orchestra of Colours–Estia Bookstore, 1996). 
16 Nikos Skalkottas, as a student of Schönberg, was a unique case of a composer capable of expressing 
himself through tonality, atonality and twelve-tone technique simultaneously and always with the 
same success avoiding academicism and commonplace solutions. Regarding his nationalistic 
concerns, they near the perfection on one of his masterpieces, The 36 Greek Dances (1931-1936). See 
George Zervos, Ο Νίκος Σκαλκώτας και η ευρωπαϊκή παράδοση των αρχών του 20ού αιώνα [Nikos 
Skalkottas and the European Τradition of the Εarly 20th Century] (Athens: Papagrigoriou‐Nakas, 2001). 
17 For Janni Christou, see Anna-Martine Lucciano, Γιάννης Χρήστου: Έργο και προσωπικότητα ενός 
Έλληνα συνθέτη της εποχής μας [Jani Christou: The Works and Temperament of a Greek Composer 
of Our Era] (Athens: Vivliosynergatiki, 1987). 
18 For Jannis Xenakis, see Makis Solomos, Iannis Xenakis, (Mercuès: P. O. Editions, 1996). 
19 For Yorgos Sicilianos, see Valia Christopoulou (Βάλια Χριστοπούλου), Κατάλογος έργων Γιώργου 
Σισιλιάνου [Catalogue of Works by Yorgos Sisilianos] (Athens: Papagrigoriou Nakas, 2011). 
20 For mannerism in arts, see Richard Studing & Elizabeth Kruz, Mannerism in Art, Literature, and 
Music: A Bibliography (Minnesota: Trinity University Press, 1979). 
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polyphonic forms in order to emphasize a representative atmosphere of the 
Byzantine glorious past and of the devotional rite. 
In the preface of the vocal score, Kalomiris mentions exactly which Byzantine chant 
hymns and melos are used.21 These are: a) «Σῶσον Κύριε τὸν λαὸν Σου [Save oh! 
Lord your people]», b) some variations of Kyrie eleison, c) «Ἐπὶ τῶν ποταμῶν 
Βαβυλῶνος [By the rivers of Babylon]» (a genre called polyeleos), used partially in the 
vocal line of the First Old Man (Protogeros), d) «Τῇ Ὑπερμάχῳ [To Thee, the 
Champion Leader]», e) «Ἡ ζωὴ ἐν τάφῳ [Thou who art the Life wast laid in a 
tomb]» and f) extracts from Kekragarion.22 
At the beginning of the opera, the Night Watchmen are praying “Save oh! Lord your 
people” at the square in front of the palace (Ex. 2). This is the dismissal hymn, called 
apolytikion, which summarizes the feast of the Holy Day of the Rise of the Holy Cross 
in the first authentic mode. This apolytikion is rendered here in a recitativo style as a 




21 Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos, n. pag. 
22 Kekragarion is the hymn that derives from the verses «Κύριε εκέκραξα προς σε [Lord, I invoked you 
with my voice]» and it is adapted to all eight modes of Byzantine Ecclesiastical Music since John of 
Damascus (8th century). See Manolis Chatzigiakoumis (Μανόλης Χατζηγιακουμής), Χειρόγραφα 
Εκκλησιαστικής Μουσικής 1453-1820 [Manuscripts of Ecclesiastical Music 1453-1820] (Athens: 
National Bank of Greece, 1980), 228. 
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Example 2 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. The Night Watchmen are praying: «Σῶσον Κύριε τὸν 
λαὸν Σου» [Save oh! Lord your people] (No 11, b. 1 – No 13, b. 1 of the vocal score).  
© The Manolis Kalomiris Society. 
 
 





The vocal line of the Old Monk (see Ex. 3) is a combination of Sprechgesang and 
sticheraric melismatic Byzantine chant with peculiar rhythmical shapes (such as two 
or more notes for a syllable with diatonic and chromatic interval of 2nd. 
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Example 3 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. 
The vocal line of the First Old Man (Protogeros) (No 50, b. 1 – No 54, b. 6 of the vocal score). 










The role of the Young Monk (kalogeraki) is sung by a soprano voice. He/she, calls 
Franks “Antichrists” and Constantinople a “prostitute” as well, because the latter let 
the former invade the city and establish themselves. As Kalomiris mentioned, the 
Young Monk is chanting rather than singing.23 Let’s see an example of a vocal line 
chanting in the mode of a chromatic Nikriz pentachord T-S-3T-S-(T) accompanied by 
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Example 4 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. 
The vocal line of the Young Monk (No 95, b. 1 – No 101, b. 2 of the vocal score). 








At the end of the first Act, as the bells of the great church of Agia Sophia ring, the 
Litany and the people are chanting the kontakion (the prelude of an hymn)24 «Τῇ 
Ὑπερμάχῳ στρατηγῷ τὰ νικητήρια» in the plagal of the fourth mode, the apolytikion 
of the rise of the Holy Cross and Kyrie eleison simultaneously in a multilayered 






24 Egon Wellesz, A History of Byzantine Music and Hymnography, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1961), 332-333. 
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Example 5 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. 
The Litany in Agia Sophia (No 187, b. 1 – No 189, b. 2 of the vocal score). 












The aforementioned kontakion is inseparably associated with the history of the 
Byzantine Empire and specifically with the salvation of Constantinople by the siege 
of the Avars and Persians. Not to mention that in 1920, the composer himself 
concludes his Symphony of Leventia [Valiance] with the 4th part called “Nikitiria” 
[Victory], which is based on the choral hymn of this kontakion, releasing a 
nationalistic force that has not been surpassed by any other work by him. 
In the 3rd Act, Kalomiris uses the Vesper hymn Kekragarion in segmented form in the 
first authentic mode on D, and some other chant segments from the 50th psalm of 
Matins in the second authentic mode by having the note a as tonal center, hence the 
dominant of D, in a sophisticated and versatile mixture (Ex. 6). 
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Example 6 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. Byzantine chants in segmented form 
(No 5, b. 1 – No 11, b. 1 of the vocal score). 












The Celebrant declaims the prayer in recitativo style similar to a Byzantine mode 






25 For Cliton Chroa, see Antonios Alygizakis (Αντώνιος Αλυγιζάκης), “Η εκφωνητική ψαλτική 
πράξη: Τα χύμα και τα εκφώνως αναγνώσματα [The Reciting Psaltic Art: Simple and Recited 
Readings],” in Theory and Practice of Psaltic Art Proceedings of the 1st Pan-Hellenic Conference 
(Athens: Holy Synod of the Church of Greece, Foundation of Byzantine Musicology, 2000), 98-105. 
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Example 7 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. The vocal line of the Celebrant 
(No 21, b. 1 – No 23, b. 1 of the vocal score). 








The ultimate meditation monolog of the last Emperor of Byzantium Konstantinos 
Paleologos is rendered in a Sprechgesang vocal line in a peculiar soundscape of the 
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Example 8 
Manolis Kalomiris, Konstantinos Paleologos. The ultimate meditation monolog of the last Emperor of 
Byzantium Konstantinos Paleologos (No. 192, b. 1 – No 194, b. 5 of the vocal score). 
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4. The opera Kassiani by Georgios Sklavos 
The opera Kassiani is a lyrical drama in 4 parts (acts) and 8 tableaux (quadri), by 
Georgios Sklavos based on a libretto by Stelios Sperantsas. According to the vocal 
score, the plot unfolds during 826-832 A.D. in Constantinople and refers to the life of 
the nun and hymnographer of the Western Orthodox Church Kassiani, who lived 
during the reign of the Emperor Theophilos (829-842).26 The aforementioned lyrical 
drama premiered at the Greek National Opera Theatre on October 30th 1959 in the 
Greek language.27 The work had already been translated into Italian by M. 
Charichiopoulos and into German by Eberhard Delp, for the edition of the vocal 





26 Many episodes of the Emperor Theophilos’ life are known from the Byzantine chronographs of that 
era, such as how he chose her bride Theodora instead of Kassiani. See Katerina Nikolaou (Κατερίνα 
Νικολάου), «Η ανόρθωση της Αυτοκρατορίας και η Βυζαντινή Εποποιία [The Rise of the Empire 
and the Byzantine Age]», in Hellenic History, eds. Michael Sakellariou, Chrysa Maltezou and 
Alexandros I. Despotopoulos (Athens: Ekdotiki Athinon 2007), 329-230. 
27 Michael Raptis (Μιχάλης Ράπτης), Επίτομη ιστορία του Ελληνικού Μελοδράματος και της 
Εθνικής Λυρικής Σκηνής 1888-1988 [A Brief History of the Greek Melodrama and the National Opera 
of Greece 1888-1988] (Athens: Ktimatiki Bank, 1989), 366. 
28 Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani (vocal score) in Music compositions, No. 15 (Athens: Ministry of Education 
and Religious Affairs), front page. 
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Example 9 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. The title page of the vocal score. 





4.1. A few words about the composer and the librettist 
Georgios Sklavos (1886-1976) studied in Athens Conservatory29 with the Belgian 
composer and conductor Armand Marsick (1877-1959)30 who is considered to have 
 
29 Symeonidou, [Dictionary of Greek Composers], 384. 
30 Armand Marsick (1877-1959) studied composition with Guy Ropartz and later in Paris with Vincent 
d'Indy. In 1908 he was appointed “ephor” (that is director of musical studies) at the Athens 
Conservatory teaching composition and orchestra conduction. During 1922-27, he continued his career 
in Spain at the Bilbao Conservatory and later he returned to his home country of the Liège 
Conservatory (1927-42). He wrote operas, stage music, symphonic music, chamber music, piano works 
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greatly influenced the shaping of his musical personality and promoted his talent to 
composition, as well. Sklavos was a methodical and productive composer till the late 
1950’s and one of the main representatives of the first generation of the Greek 
National School of Music. He composed symphonic music such as Arcadian Suite 
(1922), Cretan Fantasy (1922), Heroic Poem (1926), Theocritus’ Romance (1930), Insular 
Dance (1937), but his best known work is the ballet music Aetos [Eagle] (1922). He 
composed six operas: the comic opera Niovi (1917), the one act Lestenitsa (1923), and 
the three successive operas Kassiani (1936), Lily at the Seashore (1937-1941) and 
Amphitryon (1954), cooperating with the Greek librettist Stelios Sperantsas.31 The 
opera At the Feast of St. George is considered undated. Last but not least, he 
harmonized Byzantine chants for choirs, hence his skill in this field, also reflected on 
his opera Kassiani. The modern tendencies in his opera Lily at the Seashore or his turn 
to Greek Antiquity in his last opera Amphitryon do not undermine the intensely 
nationalistic character of his musical idiom, which is based on a style of romantic-
impressionistic blend with rich harmony and refined orchestration.32 
 
4.2. A few words about the plot and the music of the Opera Kassiani 
As regards the story of the nun Kassiani (who was named after the monastery 
Ikasion, in which she passed most of her life in seclusion), when she was really 
young, she was invited to participate in a contest so as to be the bride of Theophilos. 
The Emperor, astonished by her beauty, selected her by offering an apple and said “it 
was through a woman that sin came to the world”. Kassiani responded with quick 
wit “and by a woman, salvation came to the world,” implying the Holy Virgin who 
brought the greatest good in the world. Then Theophilos, annoyed by her answer, 
got married to Theodora who expressed obedience to her master and later became 
known for the restoration of icons after a long period of iconoclasm in the Byzantine 
Empire. Very soon after this incident, Kassiani, disappointed by her failure, made the 
decision to live detached from the world and to become a nun.33 In the monastery, 
 
and several songs for voice and piano. For Sklavos and Marsick, see the website about Armand 
Marsick. Accessed August 14, 2019. http://www.marsick.fr/armand/armand-
en.php?r=1&Largeur=1676&Hauteur=943. 
31 For Stelios Sperantsas, see Demosthenes Fistouris, “The Opera Amphitryon by Georgios Sclavos: A 
First Musical Analysis,” in Conference Proceedings 1-3 July 2011, Revisiting the Past, Recasting the Present: 
The Reception of Greek Antiquity in Music, 19th Century to the Present, eds. Katerina Levidou and George 
Vlastos, (Athens: BASEES Study Group for Russian and Eastern European Music, Polyphonia Journal, 
Hellenic Music Centre 2013), 219-231. Accessed August 3, 2019. 
https://www.hellenicmusiccentre.com/images/stories/books/ConferenceProceedingsAthens2011.pdf. 
32 Ibid. 
33 George Papadopoulos (Γεώργιος Παπαδόπουλος), Συμβολαί εις την ιστορίαν της παρ’ ημίν 
εκκλησιαστικής μουσικής [Contributions to the History of Our Ecclesiastical Music] (Athens: 
Kousoulinos & Athanasiadou, 1890), 251-252. 
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Kassiani revealed her innate artistic talent and deep religious sentiment, writing 
hymns; among them the most famous one is the Troparion of Kassiani by her name 
«Κύριε, ἡ ἐν πολλαῖς ἁμαρτίαις περιπεσοῦσα γυνὴ» (Lord, the woman who fell 
into many sins), which was later established by the Orthodox Church to be chanted 
in the evening, at the end of the ritual of the Holy Tuesday. Kassiani was inspired by 
words of the Evangelists, who refer to the anonymous sinful woman, an adulteress, 
who was condemned to be stoned by a mad crowd of Pharisees and rescued by 
Christ saying: "Whoever believes that he is sinless may he be the one to throw the 
stone first". Later, when Jesus visited Simon the leper Pharisee, that sinful woman 
dressed humbly and modestly, crushed with tears of mercy in her eyes expressed her 
gratitude and devotion to Christ for His love and forgiveness, washing His feet with 
perfumes and wiping them with her curly hair. 
In this opera, according to the plot by Stelios Sperantsas, Kassiani is engaged and in 
love with the army officer Achyllas, for obvious reasons of dramaturgy. Therefore 
Theophilos kept stationing Achyllas to serve in Sicily (west borders of the Byzantine 
Empire) in order to isolate Kassiani from him. When Achyllas was murdered in an 
attempt to protect his Emperor, Kassiani, being disappointed, became a nun. At the 
final scene of the opera which closes with Kassiani reciting her troparion, the librettist 
did not use the original lyrics as preserved in Orthodox literary hymnology, but he 
rendered a translated version of it through a simple demotic language. 
Before Sklavos, the Troparion of Kassiani inspired two other Greek composers: a) 
Dimitri Mitropoulos (in 1919), who set to music the verses by the national poet Kostis 
Palamas (1859-1943),34 a well-known figure for writing the text of the Olympic 
Anthem and b) George Ponirides, as mentioned above. 
Georgios Sklavos, consistent with the intrinsic musical characteristics of the Greek 
National School of Music, referred directly to the Greek tradition of Middle Ages, 
and more precisely to the 9th century glorious past of Byzantine Empire. In the same 
manner with Kalomiris, Sklavos develops his own musical idiom where mannerism 
provides combinations and relations between different levels of stage and musical 
action and furthermore projects the nationalistic elements. In his lyrical drama 
Kassiani, the Wagnerian technique (e.g. leitmotifs) and the impressionistic effects, 
combined with a fragmentary nationalistic narrative, are united in an inspired 
wholeness. After all, Armand Marsick as Vincent d'Indy’s musical descendant, 
taught Sklavos all the Wagner's musical-drama perceptions and theories as they were 
assimilated into French music. 
A very typical leitmotif is associated with Kassiani. After its first appearance, 
Kassiani’s leitmotif is getting transformed through the evolution of the music plot. In 
fact, Sklavos develops the thematic material through further processing of the 
 
34 Ελληνικά Τραγούδια, Griechische Lieder, Mélodies Grecques (Wien: Universal Edition, 1960), 49-56. 
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melodic line and the harmony, creating a rich and versatile rendition (See the 
transformations of Kassiani's leitmotif in various cases – Ex. 10, 11 and 12). 
Example 10 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. Kassiani’s leitmotif as it appears in the piano part, R.H, when Achyllas is 
frustrated about the upcoming selection of Theophilus’ bride.  
(First tableau of Part I. No 20 of the vocal score). 




Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. Kassiani’s leitmotif when the empress Eufrosyne ask Theophilus to choose 
his bride during the great scene, in front of the Emperor, the courtyard and the people  
(No 61 of the vocal score). 
© The Athens Conservatoire. 
 





Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. Kassiani’s leitmotif when Theophilos wonders how to handle the situation 
in Sicily with Achylla (6 bars before No 137 of the vocal score). 
© The Athens Conservatoire. 
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Another typical leitmotif, associated with Theophilos, uses a special parallel 
harmony as shown in the examples below: a) at the beginning of the second tableau 
of Part 1, when he is disappointed at not choosing Kassiani to be his bride because of 
her arrogant response (Ex. 13) and b) in Part 4, when he enters in Kassiani’s cell in 
her own  the Monastery of Saint Apostles, where she was abbot (Ex. 14). 
 
Example 13 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. 
Theophilos’ leitmotif at the beginning of the second tableau of Part 1. 
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Example 14 
Theophilos’ leitmotif when he enters in Kassiani’s cell  
in the Monastery of Saint Apostles (No 284 of the vocal score). 




The modality is already declared by the first bars of the Prelude in the dorian mode 
on D. Furthermore, impressionistic effects such as the parallel harmony and the use 
of ostinatos are more than evident in this work. Another special characteristic is the 
rhythmical shape of triplets that dominates the whole orchestral web throughout the 
work even from the Prelude, perhaps acting as a clue that could have dual meaning; 
on the one hand the symbol of Holy Trinity and on the other hand the three 
protagonists (Theophilos, Theodora and Kassiani), although we do not have any 
documentation by the composer about this particular work. In fact, the music of 
Prelude introduces the basic emblematic theme through which Kassiani recites her 
troparion closing the opera (Ex. 15 and 16). 
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Example 15 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. The introductory theme of the Prelude. 
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Example 16 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. Kassiani is reciting her troparion  
(4th Part, No 279 of the vocal score). 
© The Athens Conservatoire. 
 
 
The whole layout of the opera refers to the style of the French grand-opéra: its subject 
matter is chosen from Medieval Ages, with favored actions of passion and violence, 
and, furthermore, it has grandiose proportions, employing all the resources of 
staging and orchestral music,35 such as the great scenes with the Emperor, the 
 
35 For grand-opéra, see Donald Jay Grout and Hermine Weigel Williams, A Short History of Opera, 4th 
edition (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 353-368. 
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Empress, the courtyard, the officers, the people etc., and the ballet music of 
orchistrides (women dancers) for the dance of the apple (with typical modal tinges), 
when Theophilos will give the apple to the bride of his choice (Ex. 17). 
 
Example 17 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. Example of modality in the ballet music,  
where the plagal of the second mode is sustained by minor ninth chords  
(No 45 and 46 of the vocal score). 
© The Athens Conservatoire
 
 
The genre of grand-opéra has at times served as a structural vehicle for the national 
operas.36 However, the basic elements that differentiate this work from the style of 
 
36 See Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, 72-73, 217-218. 
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grand-opéra are its vocal forms (i.e. arias) and vocal line, which, through a recitation 
style, ensures a verisimilitude of the human dialogs and creates fluidity in the 
structure of the individual scenes, as well. The vocal line varies within normal limits, 
never exceeding the upper register of the voices towards extreme heights,37 while the 
lyrical character is only sought at peak points. The element of vocal narrative shifts 
the weight of the melodic line to the orchestra, which justifies the emergence of 
thematic units that reappear identical or transformed in different scenes or acts of the 
work, contributing to the unity of the music structure. 
In conformity with the Byzantine history plot, there are points with identified strong 
emphasis on local color, religious motifs and Byzantine chant music. The majestic 
scene of the ceremony for the selection of the bride by Theophilos, unfolds according 
to all the grandeur of the typical Byzantine ritual, such as the Acclamations in 
honour of the Emperor and his imperial family, which are chanted by the two choirs 
of Kractae (court officials and laymen), the Great Domesticus (the precentor and chief 





37 For example, the tenor part does not exceed A3 and the soprano voice never exceeds the upper B4flat 
accordingly. 
38 For the acclamations and the performance of music in ceremonies of Byzantine Empire, see Wellesz, 
A History of Byzantine Music, 98-122. 
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Example 18 
The people hail the Emperor: “Long live the Emperor” (aeolian mode on b). After the Fall of the City, 
the chanters hail the Archbishop in the same way (second authentic mode). 




In Part 4, which is staged in the chapel of the Monastery of Saint Apostles, the 
quotation of a Kekragarion in the plagal of the first mode (hypodorius from E) is really 
remarkable, as its basic vocal line is chanted by the Sopranos I exactly according to 
the line of the old Byzantine oral tradition saved in the Anastasimatarion by Petros 
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Lampadarios.39 All the other voices, in a contrapuntal way, serve as a polyphonic 
ostinato (Ex. 19). 
 
Example 19 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. The Kekragarion in first plagal mode on E (No 275 of the vocal score). 
© The Athens Conservatoire.
 
 
39 Petros Peloponnisios (Πέτρος Πελοποννήσιος), Αναστασιματάριον [Anastasimatarion] in Μουσική 
Βιβλιοθήκη [Music Library], vol. 2, (Constantinople: Patriarchal Printing House, 1869), 224.  




After the aforementioned Kekragarion, the opera comes to a close as follows: In his 
last years, Emperor Theophilos, still in love with Kassiani, wished to see her one 
more time before he died, so he rode to the monastery where she resided writing 
hymns. Theophilos found her cell and entered it alone. He looked for her but she was 
not there; she was hiding in a closet, watching him. Theophilos felt very sad, cried, 
and regretted that for a moment of pride he rejected such a beautiful and intellectual 
woman; then he noticed the papers on the table and read them. When he was done 
reading the lines about the sinful woman washing Jesus' feet with perfumes and 
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wiping them with her curly hair, he sat and added one line to her troparion and then 
he left. The line attributed to the Emperor is as follows “those feet the sound of which 
Eve heard at the dusk in Paradise and hid herself in fear”. Kassiani emerged when 
the Emperor was gone, read what he had written and finished her troparion reciting 
the ending part, while the hymn of Great Prokimenon40 («Μὴ ἀποστρέψῃς») of the 
Vespers of the Holy Lent is chanted as an accompaniment by the choir of nuns (in the 
plagal of the fourth mode –hypomixolydius from a), according to the line of the old 
Byzantine oral tradition saved in the first volume of Pandekti by Ioannis Lampadarios 




40 Prokimenon is a divine chant. The word derives from the combination of two separate words, 
pro+kimenon (pre-text). See Wellesz, A History of Byzantine Music, 125-129. 
41 Ioannis Lampadarios and Stephanos Domestikos, Πανδέκτη [Pandekti], vol. 1 (Constantinople: 
Patriarchal Printing House, 1850), 217. 
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Example 20 
Georgios Sklavos, Kassiani. The hymn of Great Prokimenon of the Vespers of the Holy Lent in fourth 
plagal mode and Kassiani reciting the ending part of her troparion (from No 294 till the end). 









Undoubtedly the history of the Greek nation and more specifically the history of the 
Byzantine Empire were a resource of reference and expression of the national 
element for both Manolis Kalomiris and Georgios Sklavos. 
Kalomiris, having been influenced by the spirit of German romanticism, French 
impressionism, the Russian School and the peripheral National schools, aimed at the 
aesthetics of the emancipation of the Greek genius through his subjective musical 
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creativity. The extra-musical social and historical elements of the first half of the 20th 
century in Greece constitute a basic framework for the reduction of the aesthetics of 
the Greek National School of music. 
Sklavos, having not been indifferent to the new trends of international modernism in 
music during this period, devoted his energy to the idea of the Greek National 
School of Music. 
A particular common denominator of both operas is the mixing of Western music 
with Byzantine chant in a single work of art attempted on a very large scale, 
especially in the opera Konstantinos Paleologos. It is obvious that both of the 
composers knew the music system of Byzantine chant and they possibly had an 
experiential conception, as well. The common bond between the creativity of both 
composers is their intent to reconcile the poetry itself with the poetic means of music. 
However, in their effort to create operas in the aesthetic framework of national 
music, they recur to manneristic stack of miscellaneous western music techniques of 
composition (such as Wagnerian leitmotifs, Sprechgesang, impressionistic touches 
etc.) and Byzantine chant. The knowledge and experience of western harmony, either 
in the homophonic style or in the polyphonic counterpoint, led to the conception of 
the harmonious interval relations of the melody and gave the appropriate 
interpretative dimension to the issue of acoustic experience and the oral tradition of 
the Byzantine chant. Consequently, the memories of national musical culture 
combined with the techniques of international musical tradition and aesthetics, 
created a kind of hybridism within these operas. The exploitation of the Byzantine 
chant and its sophisticated use either in solo vocal lines or as polyphonic forms in the 
choral parts, reduplicate musically the ideological core about the Fall of 
Constantinople and of the Byzantine Empire, and about the nun-hymnographer 
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